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In the name of the Father, and of † the Son, and of 
the Holy Spirit. Amen. In this morning’s Gospel, our 
Lord Christ walking the path He began only two short 
weeks ago. Having established His Church on the Rock 
foundation of His Gospel and Sacraments, He now lays 
down some “house rules” to guide those who live with-
in the walls of His Church. These “rules” are pretty 
straightforward, really, but the “long and short” of it is 
crystal clear – namely, that God takes sin quite serious-
ly, and consequently so must we. The problem is that 
taking sin seriously runs contrary to the way we think. 
Most of the time we’re so busy trying to find new ways 
to excuse our sin and sinning – or winking and nodding 
at it as though it were no big deal – that we don’t have 
time to take it as seriously as we ought. 

Now it’s true that most of us are willing to admit 
that we are sinners – so long, of course, as everyone 
else is willing to admit it along with us. But doesn’t it 
make you more than just a little uncomfortable when 
the accusation of the Law strikes too close to home? 
Don’t you squirm every time you realize that what’s 
being said about sin in general is doubly applicable to 
you personally – when you realize, “Hey, that’s me he’s 
talking about!” – and when you find yourself running 
for the fig leaves so you can hide both you and your sin 
from God’s gaze? You know the truth – when God calls 
all men sinners, He’s looking directly at you! 

Consider the Commandments: “Do not commit adul-
tery, do not murder, do not steal, lie, or covet.” How 
does the world deal with these? Well, adultery is taken 
so lightly in our day that hardly anyone blinks at it an-
ymore. It’s certainly not a secret that our government 
vociferously defends the murder of unborn children – as 
though, instead of being a damnable sin, it’s viewed as 
some kind of sacred right. And no one need remind you 
of the market for stolen items that exists in our country 
– or the lies everyone’s willing to tell so they can cover 
their own tracks – and all this fueled by a flagrant abuse 
of God’s Command against coveting! 

What all this means is that in spite of what we try to 
convince ourselves, God still takes sin seriously. Just 
look at today’s Old Testament lesson where Ezekiel 
speaks of the burden God places on those He calls to 
shepherd His people. On Judgment Day God is going to 
hold the pastors of His Church accountable for the souls 
entrusted to their care. If I fail to faithfully preach to 
you the Word of God – both the judgment of the Law 
and the comfort of the Gospel – then I’ll share in the 

responsibility for your sin before God on the Last Day. 
If I fail to warn you about the snares being laid for you 
by the devil to trip you up, God will hold me accounta-
ble should the devil thereby lead you astray. 

Our Lord is not playing games here. He’s not going 
to buy the sorts of excuses which are so easily tossed 
around by us – excuses like: “Hey, times have 
changed,” “Everyone’s doing it,” or “Surely God 
wouldn’t punish me for that!” The sad reality is, there 
are going to be a lot of surprised people in hell on 
Judgment Day, because God not only can but will hold 
everyone accountable for their sin apart from Jesus 
Christ. To be sure, apart from Jesus Christ we all would 
have some serious trouble ahead, for indeed, not a one 
of us have ever kept the Commandments – not a single 
one of them! And in truth, we are all poor, miserable 
sinners, deserving nothing other than God’s wrath and 
hot indignation. “There is none righteous among us, no, 
not even one,” says the Prophet, for “all our righteous 
deeds are as filthy rags before the Lord.” 

But happily that’s not the end of the story. God’s 
wrath and anger are not the only result of Him taking 
sin seriously. God also did something about sin. He 
gave His Only Begotten Son as full Payment for it. He 
handed Him over to crucifixion and cruel death so that 
you might live. That was the punishment sin required, 
and so God, out of His great compassion, paid the price 
Himself. That’s how our Holy Triune God deals with 
sinners like us – and that’s how you, as a forgiven sin-
ner, must also deal with others – taking sin seriously, to 
be sure, but above all, confronting it on the basis of 
God’s Word. 

You see, you can’t possibly understand this morn-
ing’s Gospel if you don’t understand that mercy, for-
giveness, and reconciliation between Christians is the 
ultimate goal and objective of Christ’s words. As Chris-
tians, you and I are required to approach one another 
individually with our concerns – and especially to avoid 
bringing the sins of another into a public forum if those 
sins weren’t committed publicly. To be sure, the entire 
purpose of “Christian discipline,” as our Lord lays it out 
in today’s Gospel, is that repentance be followed up 
with forgiveness for those who have sinned, and that 
reconciliation take place with those against whom they 
sinned. Excommunication isn’t a process for “getting 
rid of people” or “cleaning up the Church rolls,” but a 
means to bring the erring back into the fold of the 
Church. 



The necessity of two or three witnesses was taken so 
seriously by Jewish rabbis, that a single eyewitness was 
never enough to convict someone, even if they had 
been caught with a bloody knife in their hand! And 
while that might seem a bit extreme, the purpose of this 
was to protect the innocent from being wrongly pun-
ished for something they may not have done. You 
might remember how, in the case of our Lord’s trial, 
just before His crucifixion, His accusers couldn’t get 
even two or three lying witnesses to agree on the charg-
es being trumped up against Him. 

The final step in the process of Church discipline – 
taking it to the Church – also has parallels in the prac-
tice of the synagogue, for synagogues weren’t only 
places of worship, but the center of the community. 
There was where public discipline took place – where 
those who belonged to the synagogue were measured 
according to the objective standards of the community. 
When a person was removed from the synagogue it 
meant they were to become – quite literally – like the 
pagans and tax collectors who were excluded from par-
ticipation in the religious life and community of Israel. 
Giving the accused a public warning – one last chance 
to repent – was an act of mercy designed to save them 
from being excluded for all eternity. 

Yet, even dealing with these persons as if they were 
“pagans” or “tax collectors” didn’t mean they were to 
be written off. It meant excommunication from the 
Church, to be sure – for they were to be bound in their 
sin and excluded from the Holy Communion – but it 
also meant they were to once again become part of the 
great mission field outside the Church. Thus, even after 
the painful process of excommunication, the ultimate 
goal was always that that person might repent and re-
turn to the fold and fellowship of the Church. 

Sadly, however, the principles laid down here in this 
text are probably some of the most frequently ignored 
in all of Scripture. See how we often we deal with one 
another in ways that ought to make us ashamed – heap-
ing sin upon sin, bringing disgrace to the Name of 
Christ, and driving a wedge between us and His Church 
by our disobedience and stubborn refusal to forgive one 
another. The fact is, none of us will ever be able to deal 
with anyone else as we ought – except insofar as we’re 
living in Christ and He in us. He alone can melt your 
stony heart and turn it into a well of compassionate and 
mercy. That’s why this Gospel concludes the way it 
does – with the promise of Christ’s presence among 
those who are His. 

This is a special presence of Jesus that takes place 
amongst those who gather “in His Name” in the Divine 

Service of His Word to receive the Holy Sacrament to-
gether. That’s what Christ’s promise really means. It’s 
not referring to any and all casual gatherings of people 
who happen to be Christians. The fact that Christ is pre-
sent among “two or three” who gather in His name for 
worship in Word and Sacrament is significant for two 
reasons. First, it doesn’t take a huge crowd to have a 
Divine Service – for Christ has promised to be present 
even in the midst of a small handful of His people. But 
on the other hand, Christ never intended His Church to 
exist in lonely isolation. One person can’t gather by 
himself and properly claim to be the Church, for there is 
no such thing as “private” Christianity. 

It’s true that each of you has to have his own faith, 
but, that faith is what links you to Christ and to the en-
tire body of believers. What’s more, the salvation we 
Christians look forward to is something already begun 
here and now in the community and worship of the 
Church. Here in the Church on earth – in Christ’s Word 
and Sacraments – is where God deals with His people. 
That’s why the Epistle to the Hebrews warns us not to 
forsake gathering together for worship, as some are in-
clined to do. For those who do so cut themselves off, 
not only from the Church, but also from Christ who is 
present in His Church. 

So, exclusion from the community – or excommuni-
cation – is a deadly serious matter. Without repentance 
and reconciliation with the Church, the person thus re-
moved from the fellowship of the Church on earth has 
likewise been removed from fellowship with her in 
heaven – even as the one who is reconciled with the 
Church on earth has been reconciled with the Father in 
heaven. Dear Christian, Christ’s cross and passion alone 
is what reconciles you – and all the world – to our Fa-
ther in heaven. Through the washing of water with the 
Word in Holy Baptism, Christ welcomes you into His 
Church, gives you His Holy Spirit, and bestows on you 
the right to be called children of God. Now, by His 
Gospel and through His Holy Supper He holds out to 
and gives you the fruits of His Cross – forgiveness, life 
and salvation. In spite of your constant failure to deal 
with sin and one another in the way of Christ, our heav-
enly Father – for the sake of His Son – still continues to 
come among us with His mercy, grace, and forgiveness. 
And as a result, God has not only bestowed His for-
giveness on you, but also teaches you how to forgive 
one another. May it always be so for Christ’s sake, 
Amen. 

And now that peace of God, which passes all under-
standing, will keep your hearts and minds in that one 
true faith in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. Amen. 

 


